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Reflections on Callison College
Karen Field, alumna
When I was asked to speak about Callison, my first feeling
was a kind of helplessness. After all, it had been eight years
since I had made the decision to come to Callison, and when I
tried to think back across those years to find the words I would
have found useful then, the only phrase that came to mind was,
"but things have changed so much."
And it's true. Nothing, including Callison, is the same as
it was in 1969. Then the country was at war; gas rationing was
something you learned about by watching Greer Garson movies on
the late show; a full swimming pool in your yard prompted accolades instead of accusations; and sociologists were debating the
impact of affluence instead of the terrors of unemployment.
Watergate was just an office building and no one had even heard
of Amy Carter.
The people who came to Callison have changed too. The woman
who was set on being a social worker has won a scholarship in nursing; the labor organizer just hung her first one-woman art show;
the philosopher is going to law school. Yet as a group, they have
managed quite happily and with much success, to stay afloat des pite the changes that have reshaped society, changes none of us
could have foreseen or predicted.
It was at that point that I asked myself whether Callison
might have had something to do with the resiliency and inventiveness I see in my friends. I think it did; in several specific
ways.
First of all, both the philospphy of the college and the
existential experience of its program tended to induce an openness to the new. As our class was preparing for the year abroad,
I remember people saying to me "you must learn to be flexible" so
often that I began to think the ideal Callison student must bear
a marked resemblance to a rubber band. Living in another culture
proved to us that we could retain a sense of ourselves even when
circumstances around us were strange and unsettling, that worthwhile things could be accomplished even on the most unfamiliar
terrain. These lessons were reinforced by the Stockton curric ulum, as a creative faculty presented us with new and sometimes
unorthodox courses that at many schools would be made available
only to graduate students; Japanese literature, anthropology of
law, Asian languages. Because we were not restricted by the
narrow confines of a traditional college major, we had the time
to take advantage of the full spectrum of offerings, and because
grading was pass/fail, we could try our hands at an unfamiliar
subject without fear of sullying our transcripts. All this instilled the belief that we could try new skills and not be penalized, confront new conditions and not crumble, dare to move beyond our little areas of expertise and not lose our selves.

In an economy that can move from boom to recession overnight,
that can recruit teachers one year and see half its Ph.D.s driving
taxicabs the next, that can find its technology crippled by a
sudden turn in the weather, the greatest favor I think a school
can do its students is to encourage their native flexibility and
develop a kind of poise before the unforeseen. Many schools seem
determined to do the opposite, forcing students to declare a
specialty early on and then tracking them into such rigid sets of
requirements that the smallest shift in the economy may find them
displaced, confused, and unable to cope. In this respect, Callison
is a happy exception.
Second, I believe the school cultivates another very practical
quality in its students - - a sort of healthy individualism. Not
the spirit that sets students against students, measuring their
success by others' failures, clipping articles from assigned texts
so that other students can't read them or purposely sabotaging
others' lab experiments, as has been documented in other kinds of
schools. Instead, it is the notion that each person bears the
real responsibility for her own achievement and for the develop ment of her own standards. The openness of the program to independent study, the emphasis on knowledge for its own sake and not
for the winning of points and grades, the involvement of students
in policy making and decision making, the intensity and respect
of teachers' faces as they listen, really listen, to students'
ideas
these are some of the ways in which the Callison student's
faith in herself is daily reconfirmed.
No one coddles, no one coerces, no one condemns. Teachers do
not plead "lack of time" when she needs their help and guidance-,
but neither do they dictate her every move . Courses are experiences to be chosen, not obstacle courses to be run. Classes are
not monologues by someone with all the answers; they are dialogues,
and students are urged to explore their own questions. The environment of the college is not controlled by some spectral "they;"
it emerges from the cooperation of all concerned, and is small
enough for everyone to feel his own impact.
I can't think of a better preparation for the infamous "real
world," wherever that is, than confidence in your own judgment
and a sense of responsibility for the quality of your surroundings.
Whether life deals you graduate school, or a technical trade, or
a place in business, or the tenuous life of an artist, or perhaps
at different times, all four, those are assets that will allow
you to survive, and survive with grace.
By urging you toward flexibility, by nurturing your individuation, Callison may provide more challenge than security.
But in the fragile order that forms our world, a college that
promises security promises illusion. The ability to improvise
while holding onto your soul - - that, it seems to me, is a more
realistic aim, and that is part of what Callison helps you to do.

